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The Concept of Sustainable Development 
In recent years, the pursuit of Sustainable Development has become a goal common to 
environmentalists, economists, development theorists, governments, and even many 
industrialists. This broad-based concern for both environment and development is part of a 
second wave of modern environmentalism (Beder 1993, p.xi).  
The first wave of modern environmentalism peaked in the 1960's and early 1970's. During these 
years a significant number of scientists began to express their concern for environmental issues 
such as the effects of pollution and the depletion of non-renewable natural resources. There was 
also a rapid increase in public concern for the welfare of the natural environment. Nature 
conservation organisations expanded their interests to include environmental issues, and new 
organisations and societies were formed specifically to draw attention to environmental issues 
(e.g. Greenpeace formed in 1971).  
Environmentalism in the 1960's and early 1970's was different to environmentalism today in that 
it had very little support from mainstream economists and industrialists. It was also much more 
antagonistic towards industry, and the western capitalist ideal of pursuing never-ending 
economic growth. First wave environmentalists voiced concern that population growth and the 
growth of industry could not be sustained indefinitely. Many argued that a global ecological 
crisis was imminent, and the pursuit of economic and industrial development was held to be 
responsible (e.g. Meadows et al. 1972). At the time, governments were reluctant to acknowledge 
the presence of global environmental problems, or to recognise the possibility of a global 
ecological crisis. However, many governments in wealthier nations (including Australia) 
responded to community pressure and introduced clean air acts, clean water acts, and other forms 
of environmental legislation.  
The first wave of modern environmentalism lost its momentum in the late 1970's and early 
1980's, largely because a number of writers began to argue that a global environmental crisis was 
just doomsday fantasy (see Beder 1993, Adams 1990). These views were quite popular amongst 
some leading members of the governments of affluent industrialised nations. Governments which 
had previously responded to community pressure to place environmental restrictions on industry, 
bowed to growing pressure from both industry and the public for economic growth. 
Governments became less enthusiastic about getting involved in the introduction of new 
environmental legislation, and in some cases they became reluctant to enforce existing 
legislation.  
The second wave of modern environmentalism began in the late 1980's. One of the events that 
helped this second wave along was the emergence of convincing scientific evidence about the 
build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, and convincing evidence that the ozone layer 
was being depleted. Another significant event was the release of The Brundtland Report1 in 1987 
by the United Nations World Commission on Environment and Development. In the Brundtland 
Report the World Commission argued that the world was in urgent need of both environmental 
protection and economic development. Thus, it proclaimed, sustainable forms of economic 
development needed to be encouraged. The World Commission defined Sustainable 
Development as: 
"development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs." 
The Brundtland Report was not the first publication to suggest that development needed to be 
sustainable, or the first to give a definition of sustainable development.2.  However, it was much 
more influential than previous documents because the timing of its release, and also because of 
the prominent position of its authors in the international political arena. At the time of the release 
of the Brundtland Report Sustainable Development was approved in the UN General Assembly 
and also accepted as a national goal by the governments of 100 nations (Beder 1993, p. xiii). 
Critics of the Brundtland Report have argued that the Brundtland Report's definition of 
Sustainable Development is very loose, and that this has allowed different interest groups to 
interpret the definition in ways that suit their own specific goals. They argue that whilst interest 
groups may all agree that the environment must be protected, they often have different ideas 
about which bits of the environment should be protected, different ideas about how it should be 
protected, and different ideas about what development is. In other words, although interest 
groups may all agree that the pursuit of Sustainable Development is important and necessary, 
they often disagree about how it should be pursued. 
This became very apparent in 1990 when the Australian Commonwealth Government set up a 
number of working groups to formulate a National Strategy for Ecologically Sustainable 
Development. The working groups were to study how Sustainable Development could be applied 
to nine industry sectors that were thought to have a significant impact on natural resources. 
These sectors were: agriculture; energy use; energy production; transport; mining; fisheries; 
forest use; tourism; manufacturing. 
The working group members consisted of representatives from government, industry, unions, 
consumer/social welfare organisations, and conservation groups. Summaries of the working 
group's findings were released in 1992. Some representatives from conservation and 
environmental organisations were not satisfied by the way the working groups operated. They 
felt that intersectorial issues (the issues that crossed sector boundaries) were not dealt with 
                                                 
1 The Brundtland Report was entitled "Our Common Future" but it is commonly referred to as the Brundtland 
Report after the World Commission’s chairperson Gro Harlem Brundtland. Commonly referred to as the Brundtland 
Report after the World Commission's chairperson Gro Harlem Brundtland. 
 
2 Other writers and committees had given definitions for Sustainable Development years earlier eg. the UN 
Conference on the Human Environment held in Stockholm in 1972, and the World Conservation Strategy published 
in 1980. 
properly. Other environmentalists argued that contentious issues and recommendations were left 
out in the effort to reach consensus, and that the policy options and recommendations that 
appeared in the final reports were conservative and aimed at slow incremental change rather than 
the more radical dramatic change which they felt was necessary.  
Environmentalists have leveled similar criticism at the United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development which was held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. Agenda 21, a 
program of environmental action for the 21st Century which the UN hopes will be undertaken by 
all nations, was criticised as being weak and without strong statements on important but 
contentious issues such as the role of trans-national corporations, population control, and 
consumption in affluent nations.  
The Brundtland Report's version of Sustainable Development, which is the basis of the 
Australian Commonwealth Government's National Strategy, has also been criticised by those in 
the field of Development Studies. Some writers specialising in development issues have argued 
that the Brundtland Report is essentially just a reformed, greener version of 
"developmentalism"3. They argue that the Brundtland Report looks at the environment from the 
perspective of affluent industrialised nations (which they refer to as the core). Sustainable 
Development, in their opinion, should look at the environment from the perspective of poor 
Third World communities (the periphery). Thus, rather than primarily focusing on reducing the 
environmental impact of existing economic practices, affluent industrialised nations should look 
at changing existing economic practices in order to ensure that the poor have a secure and 
sustainable livelihood (Adams 1990, p.5, 198; Chambers 1987). 
Zethoven (1991) defined three positions present in the Sustainable Development debate: shallow, 
intermediate and deep sustainable development. The first assumed that natural and human-made 
assets could be substituted while the other two couldn't. The Business Council of Australia and 
the Australian Government, for example, fitted the 'shallow' position with their continued 
support for indiscriminate economic growth even with the loss of "unimportant species". The 
ecologically sustainable development package brokered by the Australian Government between 
industry and the mainstream conservation organisations on this shallow basis resulted in 
Greenpeace walking out of these negotiations (Beder, 1994). The Brundtland Report espoused an 
'intermediate' position which would accommodate growth in developing countries to achieve a 
sustainable livelihood security while growth in the industrialised world was to be curbed. Many 
environmentalists fit the 'deep' position of sustainable development and interestingly this is 
perhaps the position applicable to Fourth World communities. Within a framework of 'deep' 
sustainable development local communities, for example, remote indigenous communities, are 
able to undertake limited and finite growth to remedy the disadvantage they suffer within an 
industrialised nation. 
Beder (1994, p39) called for a 'third wave' of environmentalism which would "transcend both the 
protest [first wave] and consensus [second wave] approaches of recent decades." 
                                                 
3 The term "developmentalism" is used to describe the view that all countries should progress down the (linear) path 
towards modernisation, and that progress the path can be measured in terms of economic growth and the rate at 
which modern technology is adopted. 
References on Sustainable Development 
Adams, W.M. (1990) Green development: Environment and sustainability in the Third World. 
Routledge, London pp. 14-65.  
Adams, W.M. (1993) Sustainable Development & the Greening of Development Theory, in F.J. 
Schuurman (ed), Beyond the Impasse, Zed Books, pp. 207-222. 
Beder, S. (1993) The Nature of Sustainable Development. Scribe Publications, Newham, 
Australia. pp. 3-8. 
Beder S (1994), Revoltin’ Developments: The politics of sustainable development, Arena 
Magazine, June/July, pp. 37-39. 
Bookchin, M. (1983) An open letter to the ecological movement. RAIN, Oct/Nov. 
Brundtland, H. (1987) Our common future. Oxford University Press, Oxford (for the World 
Commission on Environment and Development). pp. 45-65 
Chambers, R. (1987) Sustainable Rural Livelihoods: A Strategy For People, Environment and 
Development. Overview paper for Only One Earth; Conference on Sustainable Development, 
IIED, London, 1987 
Commonwealth of Australia (1992) National strategy for Ecologically Sustainable Development. 
December, AGPS, Canberra. pp. 6-19 (Introduction) 
Meadows, D., Randers, J., Behrens, W.W. (1972) The Limits to Growth. Universe Books, New 
York. 
Sachs, W. (1992) Whose environment? New Internationalist 232, 20-22. 
World Commission on Environment & Development (1995), Towards Sustainable Development, 
in Conca et. al. (eds), Green Planet Blues, Westview Press, pp. 211-221. 
Zethoven I (1991), Sustainable Development - a critique of perspectives, in Immigration, 
Population and Sustainable Environment, Smith J W (ed), Flinders University Press, Adelaide. 
 
Technology for Sustainable Development 
As explored in the previous section, there are a range of physical and social factors which are 
going to determine whether economic activities are sustainable or not. An important element in 
these physical and social dimensions of sustainability is the choice of technology and whether or 
not the technology is appropriate in a given set of circumstances. 
The concept of Appropriate Technology (AT) was first synthesised by E.F. Schumacher and 
expounded in his landmark work Small is Beautiful. A definition of AT which accords closely 
with Schumacher's original ideas is that of: "a technology tailored to fit the psychosocial and 
biophysical context prevailing in a particular location and period" (Willoughby, 1990).  
As with sustainable development, the subject of AT is an enormous one in itself. The term AT 
has been widely and loosely used to cover a multitude of concepts depending on the particular 
emphasis and agenda of the author. Some have referred to it in a derogatory way, calling it a 
"bandwagon" term covering everything from philosophical approaches to technology, ideologies, 
political-economic critiques, social movements, economic development strategies, particular 
types of technical hardware, and 'anti-technology' activities (see Willoughby, 1990, pp. 16-17). 
Despite these criticisms, the idea of AT remains central in the pursuit of sustainable development 
in affluent and less affluent countries, and is a key concept in the evolution of new 
environmental technologies.  
The most comprehensive discussion of the philosophical issues concerning AT can be found in 
Willoughby (1990). What is important to recognise here is that: 
• it is indeed possible to choose technologies which are inappropriate in the prevailing 
physical and social circumstances (many examples are provided in the essential 
readings), and; 
• it has become crucial to give a great deal more thought to the appropriateness of 
technologies because: 
a. if this is not done then even the technical task to which the technology is directed 
will not be accomplished and  
b. particular technologies bring with them underlying structures and assumptions 
which may be destructive to the society in which they are introduced. 
Thus, if development is to become more sustainable, it is important to assess technologies on a 
number of different criteria before adopting them. These criteria cover the technical, social and 
economic requirements of the specific situation. This applies as much to so-called 'environmental 
technologies', as it does to more mainstream technological approaches. 
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